So, thank you very much for making it useful to Japan. Also, of course, thank you to Associate Professor Krahnke-san for making the connections between all of us in all the different countries in which we have lived and are living.
Thank you very much for that. It's much appreciated. Also, of course, to Professor Fujimoto for really making this happen in the material way as well as being here and taking an interest, thank you very much. Last of course but not least to Professor Kanai for also hosting me here and all the work you've done. As academics we never develop our theories alone. We always stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before us and so I am very grateful to all of you for making this possible.
Today, I am going to talk to you about meaningful work. I am going to talk to you a little bit about my past research which is basically what
Kanbe-san has used and developed, and then I am going to take a larger sociological perspective on it in terms of "what does this mean for the world"?, "how do we create meaningful work and why is this important for the world at large"? "How do we rethink our work so that it positively affects our well-being as individuals but also creates a better world"? I want to ambitiously address both of those topics tonight. We will see how far we get.
I would like to start with talking about some of the challenges to meaningful work at the moment. This is not an inclusive list, but these are some of the challenges that are popping up in the literature at the moment. I'll outline some of these challenges to meaningful work but also some opportunities in terms of us redefining why we are working.
On the one hand we all know that we need to be efficient. We do need to be useful in our work. We do need to get things done through our work and so that is important. On the other hand, in always trying to meet deadlines, trying to do more things faster we often forget to ask why we do them in the first place. As a result of that, employees spend a lot of time on things which they don't believe actually makes much of a difference. They ask "why am I doing this"; "what is the point of this" and if they don't get satisfactory answers they might disengage. You'll find you probably have the same experience as a student. On one hand, you want to spend all your time on your research question because it's so interesting. On the other hand, you have to constantly meet these deadlines and so there is always a tension with that. So it's really important to keep it close to your heart because what comes from your heart that is going to really make the difference. So be as efficient and effective as you can be. But never lose your own interest in any of your research projects and always ask yourself "why am I doing this; what difference is this degree or this research going to make?". It is challenging to stay close to your heart when you spend so much time in your head, but you need to find that balance, otherwise your research may be technically great but it may not be very useful to humanity. Secondly, hierarchy, or at least the inappropriate use of hierarchy can get in the way of MFW, particularly because of the bureaucracy that comes with it. Recently leadership theory has moved away from looking at leadership qualities in individuals and talked about how everybody should become a leader. We refer to this as leadership. Yet we don't seem to get away from the hierarchical model, where one or a few people are in charge of deciding the direction of the organization and the design of our work. At the same time, the challenges facing the world are so big that they require the hard work, talents and insights of every human being. Meaning is not about being perfect. Meaning is about finding something to do that makes a difference, getting started, and constantly evaluating whether what we do is still meaningful. So as long as we look for this perfect person who is somehow going to save us and lead us, we are not addressing the challenges of the world. The world needs all of us to step up, not just one person or the heroic leader, as we have tended to refer to this person. Secondly, research shows there is a clear correlation between self-determination and experiencing MFW. That doesn't mean that we can control our whole lives, none of us can, but that we get the opportunity to step up and be as responsible as people can be. When organization treats employees like children, they behave like children. They say things such as "I didn't do that because you didn't tell me to do that" rather than looking for what needs to be done and have the freedom to do it responsibly.
To have meaningful work we need to be able to take responsibility for our little part of the world that we can change.
Another challenge to meaningful work, so in addition with the need for more empowerment and participative decision-making, is that in fact we don't seem to be able to get beyond all the paperwork. With the introduction of new public management, decreasing trust and the increasing call for accountability, in many organizations the time that people spend on paperwork, rather than what they consider to be their "real" work, is increasing. You are all likely to have experienced this and certainly you would also know as academics and people working for universities, we are getting more and more paperwork basically that has nothing to do with our students and the achievements of our students. When I mapped all the findings and all these stories that I had, essentially these were the themes that came up ( Figure 1 ).
So essentially all of the stories had four themes in common "developing the inner self"; "expressing full potential"; "serving others" and "unity with others". I mapped these as above and gave it all back to the people who participated in my research. They said "it's great but it's not the whole story". They said we have also changed careers because we constantly have tension between the needs of ourselves and the needs of others. So sometimes we pay too much attention to the needs of others and we get burned out or we lose ourselves, our own unique identity and who we are because we so much like to belong.
Or we do too much of service to others and we don't look after ourselves or we don't stay close to our own values.
I relooked at the data and found that research When they commented on it being less meaningful they might say "Well, actually, I got completely out of touch with myself. I didn't know who I was anymore and I found myself not speaking up and having courage anymore"
Or "I found myself becoming so negative" or "I started to put people down, talk about them in their absence".
With regard to "unity" they might say "we worked together on this project, it was great, we were all supporting each other, I really felt a sense of meaning in my work there". Or where they reflected on the loss of meaning "well, we were in this lovely team and then they reorganized the whole organization and our team got split up, and I didn't get to work anymore with people who cared for me or that I cared for".
With regard to "expressing full potential" they might say "in this job I feel I am really stretching myself, I'm using many of my talents and developing others" or "if felt a real sense of achievement, because I know we did the job well".
Often participants talked about taking pride in their jobs. Where they talked about not being able to express their full potential they talked about knowing that they could do the job better given more time or resources or more empowerment to do it the way they knew how to do it best, or sometimes simply by having the time to
give it more attention:
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Is full of regret. consistently ask "how can we do more" rather than "what can we get away with"? In doing so they not only make a difference by sustaining the planet, but also make a difference by creating business models that other companies can learn from and which create meaningful work and meaningful societies.
All these companies spend a lot more time reflecting and they say that because they have to organize organically, they need to spend more time actually evaluating and thinking and taking some time out to reflect on their practices and their direction. At the same time we see that these companies are not afraid to give new initiatives a go. They are quite action driven that is very interesting about them. They might not always advertise all the wonderful things they are doing behind the scenes, but they are constantly trying out new things.
These organizations are all quite hopeful.
They have a sense of faith in their future of humanity. Whether this is rational or irrational, I don't know, but the discourse or what they talk about is very positive, it's hopeful, it's not unrealistic but it is hopeful.
They have a strong sense of agency and localism that we need to take the power back and we actually can do things, we can make a difference and each one can be responsible for that. At the same time, they have a very strong sense of communion, we are part of the community and we live by the grace of the community, we are not independent of it.
What we were finding, well, this still needs to be developed a lot more, is that a meaningful working life converges with a natural way of organizing that leads to a better future of humanity.
I really want to say thank you so much for you are a nurse and know you make some difference to your patients, but you have no colleague whom you can trust (no unity), people exclude you from decisions that affect you (no expressing full potential) and you feel you have to do things, such as privileging some people on the waiting list that you know is unethical (no developing of the inner self), will you experience that work as meaningful? I am not asking whether objectively, in such a case, your work is meaningful. The question is whether you will experience it as such because if you don't you'll either completely disengage, or will burn out or will decide to become say a real estate agent.
From a social perspective I also believe we need a balanced society. In the Netherlands, where I come from a very individualistic culture. We are honest and outspoken people and build personal strength, develop a lot of talents, and we are very good at being real, it is a very pragmatic culture. But we are not so good at giving each other hope or looking after our neighbors. In another society, people might have built really strong communities, but they have not had an opportunity to develop their capacity and find a way out of poverty, in another society people might have put the community before all individual expression of talent or uniqueness, and something is lost in such societies too. I'm not a sociologist, and again, I think more research needs to be done at this level, but I think we need all of them to create whole human beings and healthy societies. I have put myself into a Buddhist university for 4 months, as I decided I needed to know some things better. I always had a prejudice against people who emphasized the "being". I always thought, "well, what difference does that make"; Isn't it better to just get started and do something, anything"? But I found that all the reflective skills these students were learning, such as meditating, listening, honestly assessing themselves, gave the students a lot of courage and skills to get out there and make a difference. They started with their inner selves, but quickly moved through the other quadrants and made a difference while being quite unique and vibrant individuals, who worked very well together. OK that is a very long answer that started with "I don't know" so , I think it's more about what we have judged to be the correct starting place and that is very much co-defined by our culture and our gender or even our status in society, but I have no research to show that. Again, the closest comes Bakan's research on agency and communion, which identifies that unmitigated expression of any of the quadrants at the expense of another, leads to a lack of individual and collective well-being.
